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LEON BONVIN DRAWINGS AND WATER COLORS ON VIEW AT THE CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF ART 

Neglected within his own time and completely forgotten in the twentieth 
century, Leon Bonvin (1834-1866), a half brother of the realist painter Francois 
Bonvin (1817-1887) and a suicide at age 32, was an artist who created water colors 
and drawings that are direct and uncompromising in their freshness and vigor. As 
can been seen in the exhibition The Drawings and Water Colors of Leon Bonvin , on 
view at The Cleveland Museum of Art from November 12, 1980 through January 18, 1981, 
his was an ability to see nature with a completely innocent eye. 

Thirty-five water colors and five charcoal drawings make the exhibition, 
organized by The Cleveland Museum of Art^s curator of Art History and Education 
Dr. Gabriel P. Weisberg, the most comprehensive showing of Leon Bonvin ^s works 
ever mounted. Works have been chosen from. The Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore; 

The Cabinet des Dessins, Musee du Louvre, Paris; The Cleveland Museum of Art; and 
the Mr. and Mrs. Noah L. Butkin Collection. 

Bonvin ’s earliest sketches, done without the benefit of formal training, depict 
the family inn and its surroundings near Vaugirard, then an undeveloped section 
on the outskirts of Paris. By the late 1850s he was working directly from nature, 
moving beyond the confines of the inn and its small yard. It was in this decade 
that he began to produce water colors, although nearly all his surviving works in 
that medium are dated in the 1860s. Early morning and dusk became his favorite 
hours to paint and draw. They were times when he could free himself from the 
responsibilities of running an inn and raising a family to wander off alone and 
capture the stillness of nearby flowers and fields. In some water colors Bonvin 
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would paint a flowering plant in the foreground and suggest through subtle tonal 
washes a distant church spire or fieldhand. The atmosphere he would create would 
be both romantic and realistic, conveying a melancholy mood while accurately 
depicting nature through the study of light. 

Toward the end of his life Bonvin 's works, particularly his landscapes, 
became broader} his rendering of light and atmospheric conditions more precise. 

At the same time his water colors became more experimental as he worked with different 
types of India inks to enliven color relationships and capture changing light 
effects. It is in his late landscapes that we see most clearly a concern — ^which 
hindsight allows us to recognize as p re- Impressionist — with light, atmosphere, and 
climatic changes, while his still lifes echo Jean Simeon Chardin (1699-1779) in 
their preoccupation with simple shapes and common everyday foods quietly arranged on 
ledge or table. 

Leon Bonvin 's responsive approach allowed him to capture a delicate beauty, 
as his untutored responses led him to become an experimental water colorist, 
creating small, gem-like studies that combine aspects of romanticism with a 
realist's careful search for truth and honesty. 

Gallery talks will be given by Dr. Gabriel P. Weisberg, curator of Art 
History and Education at the Museum and organizer of the exhibition, on December 
17 and 21 at 1:30 p.m. Dr. Weisberg will also deliver a lecture. The Drawings 
and Water Colors of Leon Bonvin, on Sunday, January 4, at 3:30 p.m. A catalog of 
the exhibition written by Dr. Weisberg will be on sale at the Museum sales desk for 
$5.00. 

The exhibition is assisted by a grant from the Ohio Arts Council. 
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